government to secure mandatory one-to-four nurse to patient ratios.
The ANMF has reported that the ratio has led to safer patient care, more manageable workloads, increased job satisfaction and better recruitment and retention of nurses. The legislation came into force in 2001. The ratio does not include healthcare assistants, agency staff or the nurse in charge.
But Ms Fitzpatrick said the battle to keep ratios has continued, with consecutive state governments attempting to remove them. In 2011, for the fi rst time in history, nurses walked out of hospital wards in protest. The government threatened nurses with jail and a $34,000 (£16,000) fi ne for each strike day.
Ms Fitzpatrick said the NICE guidance will never be implemented without a legal obligation. 'One to eight will become the maximum and not the minimum and that will be dangerous,' she said.
'We have struggled with this in Australia,' she told her audience. 'There are so many fi nancial pressures on our public health services that if it is not mandated it simply will not happen. ' Professor Jill Maben, director of the National Nursing Research Unit at King's College London, who also spoke at the conference, said: 'Unfortunately this ratio is already being translated as a maximum and there are nurse directors across the UK who simply do not want to hear it because they are currently working with one-to-fi ve or one-to-six ratios and fear if their fi nance directors get wind of that, they will be in a worse position than they are now.'
In the 13 years since the legislation was introduced in Australia, the state of Victoria has seen an increase of 10,800 nurses and midwives working in the public health system, more people being treated and a motivated nursing workforce that can deliver safe, reliable continuity of care, Ms Fitzpatrick said.
